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Antonia Susan Byatt’s Possession won Britain’s highest literary award, the 
Booker prize in 1990. Subtitled “A Romance,” it is in fact a novel far beyond merely 
a love story. With two love stories, one contemporary and one Victorian, whose plots 
are interwoven together as its main thread, it contains large numbers of poems, fairy 
tales, extracts from biography and literary criticism. Byatt makes use of various 
possible forms to write history which challenges the idea of a simple and 
unchangeable historical truth. The paper aims to expound the relationship between 
the past and the present. Byatt’s historical consciousness is reflected in her 
juxtapositions of many plots displaying analogies between modern women and their 
ancient female counterparts, relations between the Victorian romance and the 
modern romance, relations between dead artists and modern scholars. 
The common hardship with which women of three different historical times 
are confronted is discussed in Chapter One. Byatt juxtaposes their stories in order to 
let us see clearly women’s common dilemma when they are confronted with family 
and career, and how these women, from ancient time to the present, struggle to deal 
with this dilemma. Through rewriting many old tales and uniting the fragmental texts 
written by Victorian women, Byatt makes the female voices and their mind reappear 
in our present times. And this chapter makes clear how Byatt reinvests the old tales 
with contemporary significance. 
Chapter Two mainly clarifies how the Victorian past has an effect on the 
present and how the present mirrors the past. It is aimed to the problem of how men 
and women can live together in harmony. As Roland and Maud attempt to uncover 
the truth about the two Victorian poets, they learn important truths about themselves 
as well. Being enlightened by the past, both of them gain a new understanding of 
human relationship. This part also contains discussion about relationships beyond 
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world.  
The historical past indeed guides the present characters. Yet Byatt makes it 
only available to readers outside the novel. Chapter three thus raises a question of 
whether a historical past is known or unknown to us, and discusses what the history 
means to the present and the future. 
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1．History, Historicism and New Historicism 
Critical discussion about history is still lively today, we wonder what history is, 
what its purpose might be and what the value to write history is. During the last 
twenty years, the understanding of history has undergone great changes. History is in 
fact under a cultural and literary analysis today.  
In many people’s eyes, history has nothing to do with academic theory. It is 
simply significant and important to life. People turn to history in an attempt to find 
where they come from and who they are. For them, history can be a historical 
document or an account of historical figures and events. They never doubt their 
authenticity, regarding them as the historical truth. 
The truth in history, however, will never be attainable in poststructuralists’ 
eyes. They think that the word “history” equals not to the historical truth any longer. 
As a matter of fact, under the influence of postmodernism, innumerable concepts 
have undergone deconstruction and their new meanings have gone very far from the 
original ones. The same is true with history. According to New Historicists, “history” 
becomes a text which is always narrated and does not mean the purely objective 
truth any more: 
              
History becomes textualized … the past is not something which confronts us as if 
it were a physical object, but is something we construct from already written texts 
of all kinds which we construe in line with our particular historical concerns. 
(Selden 188) 
 
We are in fact confronted with two kinds of history. One is the historical fact 
and another is the account of that fact. Historicists of course know this difference. 
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language. Postmodernists argue that “the language is self-referential and 
characterized by endless deferred chains of meaning” (Sweet, 28). New Historicists 
agree with that statement. Thus, they focus mainly on what the history can bring to 
us rather than what on earth the historical truth is. On the other hand, like “old” 
historicists, they stress that social and historical context plays a very important role 
in interpreting a text. They form their own opinion under the influence of lots of 
western Marxists, who appeal for revaluing the relationships between history and 
literature, context and text in literary criticism. 
New Historicism appears to resist New Criticism and Formalism, which 
advocate a complete division between the historical background information and the 
text itself. It appears to realize a practice, in which, people can better understand 
themselves and the outside world. As Steven Greenblatt pointed out in Towards a 
Poetics of Culture that it is better to be situated “as a practice-a practice rather than a 
doctrine…” (1). 
1. Resurrection of History in British Novel 
After the unconventional Modernism and the earthshaking Postmodernism, 
British novel starts to take on a new appearance. Novelists tend to prefer traditional 
values to postmodern elements. Many of them are aware of a fact that 
“experimentation is always to be encouraged, but it can easily lead to disastrous 
results, as many of the less successful attempts at ‘modernity’ have demonstrated” 
(Karl 4). They want to regain their readers and furthermore to better know 
themselves through a resort to the history and the great traditions. That is why 
historical novel and the theme of returning to the past begin to come back to play a 
very important role in contemporary British literature. Professor Head also admits 
that in the introduction of Modern British Fiction, 1950-2000 that “a turn towards 
the historical novel has been frequently observed in the 1990s” (3). 















history and great cultural tradition. Its people never intend to forsake their history. 
No matter in the ancient or in the modern times, people’s deep concern for history 
remains unchanged. Only their understanding of history changes a lot. As is referred 
in the first part, the word “history” has an entirely different meaning. The new 
interpretation of history inevitably made a great impact upon novelists. Historical 
novelists in the new era naturally take the history as their usual theme, or they 
simply put history into the novel as a background. Their purpose, however, is by no 
means to delineate merely the past. They aim, rather, to mirror the present by means 
of rewriting history. Professor Head also supports Steven Connor’s opinion as he 
writes that since 1950’, the novel is “not just as passively marked with the imprint of 
history, but also as one of the ways in which history is made and remade” (2).  
Readers sometimes get confused because they are not able to tell the fact from 
the fiction. We are always curious about the historical truth. But new historical 
novelists seem to pay little attention to that. They care less what really happened in 
the past and think much of the present and the future. They write about history in a 
hope that the present can be illuminated. The interweaving of fact and fiction would 
enable reader to better understand what history is and what history can teach us. As 
Del Ivan Janic says in his article “No End of History: Evidence from the 
Contemporary English Novel”: “what these novels have in common, then, are not 
particular literary approaches to the treatment of history, but an affirmation of the 
importance of history to the understanding of contemporary existence”(162). They 
also want to redefine themselves who are equally baffled by the relationship between 
the past and the present. For them, history does not come to an end and will never do. 
It is waiting for being demonstrated in an entirely new way, maybe through new 
narration and new forms.  
2. Byatt’s Possession and its Historical Theme 
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with new narrative and new forms. Its author Antonia Susan Byatt is a female 
scholar who attaches much attention to the history in both her novels and her 
academic criticism. When she was a little girl, Byatt was crazy about the historical 
and mystery stories. She indulged herself in the imaginary world of fairy tales and 
myths, sharing the fate of characters. Growing older, she started to read classical 
works of Scott, Austin and Dickens. She is also intrigued by poetry of Tennyson, 
Coleridge and Browning, novels by the Bronte sisters, George Eliot and Iris 
Murdoch. Their works have great impact on Byatt’s mind and writings. Maud the 
contemporary female scholar in Possession has close connection with Tennyson’s 
Maud, and Roland the male one resembles very much Browning’s Roland. T. S. Eliot 
also influenced her a lot. In her work of criticism Passions of the Mind, She admits 
that she was greatly impressed by Eliot’s “admiration for metaphysical poets, for 
their mixture of intellect and passion, sense and sensuousness” (14). Byatt's own 
work is richly allusive, demonstrating an encyclopedic knowledge of both English 
and American literature. In Possession, Byatt writes lots of poetry with obvious 
metaphysical characteristics and complex images, in the name of her fictional poet 
Ash and poetess LaMotte, who lived in Victorian times. These poems reflect not 
only the history but also her opinion upon history, literature, family, love and her 
deep concern for human relationships.  
In addition to literary works, Byatt is also very interested in books of various 
fields. Reading enables her to have a broad knowledge of biology, history, 
philosophy and many other sciences, which she thinks are very important for a good 
writer. She once said in an interview, “if you don’t know any entomology, you 
shouldn’t be writing metaphors about butterflies because they will be boring 
metaphors” (Chevalier 26). That’s why Byatt’s characters, a poet, a painter or a 
biologist, are all round and alive. The profound and connotative meaning in the tales 
and poetry in the novel should be ascribed to her wide horizon and professional 















Byatt’s appreciation of traditional values makes her somewhat a historical 
novelist. But she never means to forsake modern factors in her novels. The intriguing 
plot, complex form and diverse narrative devices of Possession simply affirm to that. 
A perfect combination of traditional values and avant-garde ideals is well realized in 
the novel. Owing to her double identity as a prestigious novelist as well as a 
distinguished critic, Byatt is more self-conscious than other writers, of the interplay 
of the theory and novel invention. Her work on Iris Murdoch-Degrees of Freedom 
(1965) and Iris Murdoch (1976)-is her best-known literary criticism. Byatt has also 
written Unruly Times: Wordsworth and Coleridge in Their Time (1970). Her many 
essays and reviews of nineteenth- and twentieth-century English and American 
literature and culture include writings on George Eliot, Robert Browning, and Willa 
Cather to Van Gogh, Elizabeth Bowen, and Toni Morrison. Since Byatt is a writer 
and a critic at the same time, literary theory guides her writing. The writing, on the 
other hand, deepens her understanding of history, culture and literary criticism. In 
Possession, characters and stories of three different historical periods are narrated by 
turns, and a great deal of poems, diaries, letters interweave with each other. Ancient 
myths contrast the Victorian stories, and both of the two contrast the present 
happenings. These factors make the novel look like a postmodern one. In her “On 
Histories and Stories”, she admits: 
 
          Possession plays serious games with the variety of possible forms of narrating the 
past － the detective story, the biography, the mediaeval verse Romance, the 
modern romantic novel, and Hawthorne’s fantastic historical Romance in between, 
the campus novel, the Victorian third-person narration, the epistolary novel, the 
forged manuscript novel, and the primitive fairy tale of the three women, filtered 
through Freud’s account of the theme in his paper on the Three Caskets. (48) 
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the interweaving of the present and the past, however, still reveal her deep historical 
complex. She simply expresses her desire to keep the past alive and her great respect 
for the Victorian ancestors, through an entirely new form. Byatt firmly believes that 
“we cannot understand the present if we do not understand the past that precede and 
produced it” (On Histories… 11).  
The story attracts readers’ attention from the very beginning. A young scholar 
Roland Michell stumbles upon pieces of letter drafts of a Victorian poet Randolph 
Henry Ash, whom he has been studying. The drafts are about his admiration for an 
unknown woman. Ash is always considered to be a loyal husband who loves his wife 
deeply. Realizing that this discovery might bring great surprise to the academia, 
Roland makes the decision to explore the information of this mysterious woman. 
During the research, he gets acquainted with Maud Bailey, a feminist scholar who is 
studying on Christabel LaMotte, the unknown woman Ash had written to. People 
who are studying on LaMotte only know that she is a feminist, living with a female 
partner all her life. Along with their discovery of the correspondence between Ash 
and LaMotte, they gradually unfold a lost romance in Victorian times. And the two 
scholars at last give up their own solitude and fall in love with each other.  
The relationship between history and literature is always an important theme 
to Byatt. In her eyes, all history is fiction and all fiction can present history. The 
novel is subtitled “a romance”, but it means far beyond that. Byatt in fact presents 
new meanings through a traditional naming. In the novel, Byatt expresses her 
nostalgia toward the ancient and Victorian culture. Furthermore, she attempts to 
express her opinion on love, morals and academic research of modern times, hoping 
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